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sovereign rule—will find the judgment rightly terrifying. Thus, Davidson does
an excellent job of portraying the joy of salvation and the confidence in the day
of judgment mentioned in 1 John 4:17, while maintaining balance with the
fearful dimension for the unbelieving.
Overall, this is an excellent volume offering a balanced, biblical theology
of salvation. If there is one weakness, it would be that I believe that the significance and importance of conversion/new birth/regeneration for grounding
salvific life needs greater emphasis. Conversion and new birth are recognized
and acknowledged, even developed to some degree—mostly in section five.
The article by Jo Ann Davidson (chapter eighteen) did some excellent work
on this aspect. However, ultimately it would be better if conversion was made
more integral and foundational to the arguments earlier in the book. This
may be due to the fact that Christians who emphasize high standards and
ethical behavior often assume everyone is clear on the importance of new
birth and thus may not maintain the needed emphasis on the vital importance of conversion for spiritual and moral development. Nevertheless, this
book provides a sound, well-balanced exposition of a classic, biblical-centrist
Adventist-Armenian soteriology and makes an excellent, stabilizing contribution to our understanding of salvation within the Adventist context.
Southern Adventist University

Stephen Bauer

Pennington, Jonathan. The Sermon on the Mount and Human Flourishing: A
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This volume is the fruit of a seasoned New Testament scholar’s long engagement
with the Sermon on the Mount (SM) and its affiliated scholarship primarily in
the English world. Whether a scholar or a preacher, the reader will find gold
on almost every page. Pennington provides a fresh translation of the SM that
incorporates his own choices of key words later discussed (xv–xx). The introduction (“An Overall Reading Strategy for the Sermon,” 1–16) demonstrates
how the Sermon serves as a litmus test for the theology of the reader—hence
the widely divergent interpretations. The remainder of the book is divided into
three uneven sections. Part one (“Orientations,” 19–134) attends to key terms
and the macro-structure of the SM. Part two (“Commentary,” 137–286) is
worth the price of the book with its emphasis on informed theological exposition rather than a verse-by-verse approach. In Part three, perhaps the most
interesting section (“Theological Reflections,” 289–310), Pennington reveals
his discomfort with aspects of Reformed Anthropology that over-emphasize
human sinfulness. Here, and elsewhere in the book, he asserts the necessity of
the cultivation of virtue or discipleship as a requisite, if not a pre-requisite, for
salvation. Virtue and grace are compatible. Deeds matter for Paul, as well as
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Matthew. The “multi-faceted, loving work of God on behalf of his creatures”
is directed towards his goal of human flourishing (309).
Human flourishing is in fashion. Proponents of positive psychology
embrace it. Universities offer crowded courses on it. Environmentalists
include it in their calculus for sustainability. The concept of human flourishing goes back to a series of Greek philosophers who took up the tasks
of educating the young and guiding the state. If human flourishing (Greek:
εὐδαιμονίᾱ) is the highest good, they inquired, how then should one live to
realize it? One consensus was the cultivation of virtue (Greek: ἀρετή).
Interest in human flourishing has recently caught the attention of
theologians and biblical scholars, including Pennington, who would view the
Bible through the lens of flourishing. He aims to demonstrate that our understanding of the Sermon on the Mount (Matt 5–7), that ethical centerpiece of
the New Testament and the sources of a vast scholarly output, will advance
when read as an inspired guide on flourishing. He lays the foundation for his
exposition by juxtaposing Second Temple Jewish apocalyptic wisdom tradition with the Greco-Roman virtue tradition, on the assumption that both are
distinct but compatible endeavors towards flourishing. His expository edifice
rests on the lexical beams of two Greek words associated with both traditions,
μακάριος and τέλειος. A separate chapter is devoted to each word, with a
survey of parallels in the Hebrew and Greek Old Testaments. Both words defy
adequate English translation, but Pennington renders the nine occurrences of
μακάριος in the Beatitudes in 5:3–12 as “flourishing,” instead of “blessed,”
and τέλειος in 5:48 as “whole,” instead of “perfect.” Despite this single occurrence of τέλειος in the SM, he presents the concept of wholeness as pervasive
in the SM. While Aristotle used μακάριος as a synonym for εὐδαιμονία, the
Septuagint renders the Hebrew  ַא ְׁש ֵריas μακάριος as well. Pennington goes
to considerable lengths to distinguish μακάριος, both in the Septuagint and
the SM, as pre-eminently oriented towards the state of those who have been
blessed, rather than invoking a blessing.
What has Pennington’s emphasis on flourishing added to our understanding of the Sermon on the Mount? In answering that question, note that
he does not read the Sermon on the Mount in isolation from the rest of
Matthew or even the rest of the New and Old Testaments. He maintains
the vital role of God’s grace in general and the Holy Spirit, more specifically, in the achievement of human flourishing, though there is no mention
of either in the SM. There is no explicit indication in the SM that Jesus,
who previously announced the kingdom of God/heaven, presents himself as
the eschatological king of Matthew 25:31. But these affirmations inform his
reading of the SM.
Pennington has urged us away from interpretations of the SM as a declaration of human futility prior to the offer of salvation apart from works. He
reads the SM as both a description and an invitation to wholeness and human
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flourishing. He translates the key statement in 5:48, ἔσεσθε οὖν ὑμεῖς τέλειοι,
with the future infinitive, not as a command but as a consequence, “you will
be whole even as your Father in heaven is whole.” His emphasis on the role
of human works in the enterprise of salvation cuts across traditional divisions
between Catholic and Protestant interpreters. Human beings, loved into
existence by God, are called to a life of transformation through the cultivation
of virtue, as articulated in the SM.
What has he overlooked or underdeveloped in this fresh reading? Due
to the limitations of space, my observations will be largely restricted to his
treatment of Matt 5:1–6:18. Pennington correctly sees the SM in its entirety
as an exposition of Jesus’s call for repentance (4:17), even though Matthew
has placed the events of 4:18–25 between that call and the SM (114, 169).
Unfortunately, that insight is not adequately developed in his exposition.
Jesus’ urgent demand for repentance in view of the arriving kingdom of
heaven must be described and put on display for the hearers! At the very least,
the first four of the Beatitudes appear to be an unpacking of repentance with
its longing for righteousness, while the next four/five describe the fruits of
repentance.
No author, even one as thorough as Pennington, can cover all fronts when
dealing with a text as complex and rich as the SM. With his comprehensive
reach of SM scholarship and his attention to its contexts and construction,
he offers much for those who teach and preach from it. But, while looking at
the SM through the lens of human flourishing, Pennington has largely missed
the emphasis on mission in the SM. The central place of Matthew 5:13–16
as providing the essential identity and mission of Jesus’s followers is largely
missed. The metaphors of the city on the hill and the lamp in the house
suggest the collective witness of a group of believers in a fixed location rather
than an itinerant evangelist. The logical connection of the call to perform
good deeds in public (5:16) with the enumeration of the deeds of 5:21–48
deserves developing. The latter constitute examples of the kind of deeds by
believers that lead others to glorify “your Father who is in heaven.”
Jesus’s demand to “let your light shine before men that they may see
your good deeds” that results in praise of “your Father in heaven” begs to be
unpacked (5:16). Surely the hearers of the SM would not be left to conjure
up, without assistance, what kinds of good deeds qualify for public display!
The case studies of 5:21–48 articulate that demand, starting with reconciliation between believing disciples. Pennington’s failure to see this connection
between 5:16 and 5:21–48 is the result of separating 5:13–16, with its crucial
communal identities as “salt of the earth” and “light of the world,” with what
follows (162).
The jarring intentional contrast between Jesus’s command for visible
deeds in 5:16 and his warning in 6:1 against performing “acts of righteousness” (NIV) is overlooked by Pennington. The elements shared between the
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key verses stand out: “before men”; “that they may see” and “to be seen”; and
“your Father who is in heaven.” Resolution of the apparent contradiction
between Jesus’s two orders requires viewing them as introducing two different
kinds of acts on public display—the first six, largely ethically challenging
(5:20–48); and the final three, that of alms, prayer, and fasting as characteristic
deeds of piety (6:1–18). Perhaps in a culture of piety, the temptation to stage
ritual deeds of personal advancement excludes them. So, they are excluded
as candidates for public display. In contrast, the demands of 5:20–48 call for
ethical courage and assertive love.
At times, Pennington contrasts “the inner versus the outer righteousness,” as exemplified in the outer ritual piety of the hypocritical scribes and
Pharisees contrasted with the inner wholeness of the disciple of Jesus (281,
cf. 96–97). But this is a false dichotomy in Matthew. The actions of the outer
life, including speech, inevitably reveal the true inner life of the scribes and
Pharisees, as well as the disciples. There is no need to wait until the Eschaton
for “you will know them by their fruits” (7:15–20; reemphasized in 12:33–37
with reference to speech). Those who enter the kingdom of heaven “do the
will of my Father” (7:21), as laid out in the calls for faithfulness, integrity,
mercy, and love for the enemy is laid out in 5:20–48. Yes, the inner life of
the heart is crucial, for out of the heart “proceed evil thoughts, murders,
adulteries, fornications, etc.” (15:19). The Pharisees and scribes are hypocrites
because their external religiosity is contradicted by their deeds of injustice and
lack of mercy, the inevitable results from a heart of wickedness (25:23–28).
Likewise, Jesus’s eschatological condemnation falls on “evildoers,” regardless
of their charismatic displays that are no substitute for an observed virtuous
life (7:23). The house that withstands the storm is built on the practice of
“doing” Jesus’s teachings (7:24) and an enduring spirit of repentance.
Pennington notes that the SM stands with the long line of Old Testament
wisdom on the value of virtuous living for human flourishing. Yet, there is a
disconnect between much of that wisdom literature and the SM. Persecution
of the virtuous is not a major theme in the book of Proverbs. On the contrary,
the wicked are swept away, while the righteous are wise and prosperous. In
Pennington’s analysis, the Beatitudes are “macarisms” that speak paradoxically of a present—even paradoxical—flourishing despite pervasive persecution that ranges from slander to death for the sake of Jesus (144, 148). But
there is no glorification of present suffering in the SM. How then, can we
consider the disciple to be flourishing in the present? A clue to answering
this paradox lies in the tenses used in the Beatitudes, a feature overlooked
by Pennington. With as much attention given to the Beatitudes (143–161),
there is no attention given to the difference in verb tenses of the bookend
beatitudes, emphatically in the present tense (5:3, 10), from the verb tenses of
the enclosed beatitudes, uniformly future tense (5:4–9). The repenting poor
in spirit (5:3) and those persecuted for doing what is virtuous (5:10) already
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possess or are included in the kingdom of heaven. But the rewards for the six
beatitudes in between are all in the future tense! Furthermore, in the expansive ninth beatitude (11–12), the cause for rejoicing lies in the great reward in
heaven where persecution and even death cannot remove it. So, the disciples
of Jesus flourish because they know that they already are included as citizens
of the coming kingdom of heaven. But the panoply of blessings flowing from
that kingdom, as sketched out in verses 4–9, are largely beyond their grasp.
Their present flourishing depends on their trust in a future full realization
of those promised blessings. So, they pray, “may your kingdom come, may
your will be done, on earth as it is in heaven” (6:10). In the meantime, as
“the light of the world,” they are entrusted with a mission actuated through
deeds of assertive love, even towards their persecutors (5:39–48). If there is
any value in persecution and suffering, it lies in the assertive love expressed
by the persecuted.
Pennington notes the view that the Beatitudes are a summary of the SM
and the SM is a summary of Matthew (150). In support of that position,
consider the alliteration that permeates the Greek text of the first eight
Beatitudes (5:3–10), even beyond the nine-fold repetition of the initial word,
μακάριος. Most English translations of the Beatitudes have retained the
feature with the consonants, π and μ, predominating. The intentional use of
alliteration invites memorization and improved retention. It seems that the
Beatitudes were intended to function as a portable poetic précis of the SM,
a mental “3 by 5” card with the essential information for hearers unable to
retain the whole SM in their memory.
Like Pennington, the SM has been the ground on which I have worked
out my own understanding of the Christian life. I applaud his efforts to
burnish its luster, even where I find some disagreement. Any pursuit towards
a fresh and comprehensive grasp of the Sermon ought to consider his significant contributions.
AdventHealth University

Ernest Bursey
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Ephraim Radner (Ph.D., Yale University) teaches Historical Theology at
Wycliffe College, an evangelical seminary of Anglican tradition at the University of Toronto. He has worked as an Anglican priest and served congregations
in Burundi and the United States, including inner-city Cleveland. Radner
has authored and edited books on ecclesiology, ecumenism, natural theology,
pneumatology, and human nature. His purpose in the current volume is to
expand his prior work on the time-circumscribed creaturely life, which he

